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Gloria Naylor is a renowned African American female writer in the American 
literary world, embodying similar status to Toni Morrison and Alice Walker. Her 
works have received more and more critics’ attention recently. Applying various 
literary theories, the critics have explored themes of race, gender, and culture, etc. in 
Naylor’s works. The theme of sisterhood in her first novel The Women of Brewster 
Place has long been the focus of critical attention, whereas in her following two 
novels, namely Linden Hills and Mama Day, sisterhood receives less critical attention. 
This M.A.  thesis will explore the sisterhood theme in the above three novels, 
analyzing its representation in each text and the changing pattern as well, with the aim 
of revealing the influence and significance of sisterhood on black women. 
This thesis is made up of six parts. The introduction discusses the critical 
responses since the publication of the novels, and explains the reasons, purpose, and 
significance of exploring the subject. 
Chapter One gives a theoretical framework of sisterhood and lesbianism, 
clarifying their differences and confusion. It points out that sisterhood in the three 
novels follows the pattern of construction to isolation and to reconstruction. 
Chapter Two discusses the representation of sisterhood in The Women of 
Brewster Place: a construction of sisterhood. Similar experiences and economic 
backgrounds bind black women together. They seek support from and provide refuge 
for each other, so as to survive in the white patriarchal society. 
Chapter Three reveals the isolation from sisterhood in Linden Hills. Black 
women with better economic backgrounds are isolated by their husbands, or choose to 
keep away from their sisters and friends. The isolation from female bonding results in 
the tragic ends of these women. 
Chapter Four analyzes the reconstruction of sisterhood in female history in 
Mama Day, and shows that the female bonding in turn helps make her-story. 















sisterhood and its changing pattern in the novels, Naylor emphasizes the important 
role female bonding plays in black women’s struggles and survival. Sisterhood will 
finally help them make and pass on their story to the future generations. 
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I wrote because I had no choice, but that was a long road from gathering the 
authority within myself to believe that I could actually be a writer. The writers I had 
been taught to love were either male or white. And who was I to argue that Ellison, 
Austen, Dickens, the Brontes, Baldwin and Faulkner weren’t masters? They were and 
are. But inside there was still the faintest whisper: Was there no one telling my story? 
                                             ——Gloria Naylor 
                                 “A Conversation” (with Toni Morrison) 
 
In 1982, when Gloria Naylor exploded onto the scene with her award-winning 
first novel The Women of Brewster Place, it was only the beginning of a great writer’s 
career. Since her first novel, Naylor has established herself as “a significant 
contemporary writer” and “a self-avowed feminist.” (Fowler, 1996:vii) In 1985, she 
published her second novel, Linden Hills, her Master’s degree thesis in creative 
writing at Yale, and in 1988, she wrote the third one Mama Day. Each of the novels in 
turn connects with the one to follow, mentioning a character or a place that becomes 
the central focus of the next.  
The Women of Brewster Place, subtitled A Novel in Seven Stories, tells and 
relates the stories of seven black women who come to inhabit in Brewster Place, a 
rundown block of apartment houses. The women there, though of varying ages and 
with different experiences, provide strong support for each other as they struggle 
against the pain and frustration resulting from their race, gender, and economic status.  
While Naylor was writing The Women of Brewster Place, she dreamed “of 
having a quartet of interconnected novels that would serve as the foundation for a 
career I wanted to build in writing.” (qtd. in Fowler, 1996:59) Therefore, we learn in 
Brewster Place that Kiswana Brown has fled the middle-class home of her parents in 
Linden Hills, a district of middle- and upper-middle-class blacks. Linden Hills details 















chance to enjoy an improved material life. Naylor in this novel describes several 
ministories as well, in which she explores questions about the black middle class and 
criticizes the misguided value system of that community. 
Mama Day depicts the budding relationship, and later marriage, of Ophelia 
(Cocoa) Day and George Andrews. They fall in love and get married in New York 
City. After four years’ marriage, Ophelia takes George to her hometown Willow 
Springs, a black-owned island off the coasts of Georgia and South Carolina; the island 
“ain’t in no state.” (Naylor, 1988:4) There George finally meets Ophelia’s 
grandmother Abigail and Mama Day (Miranda), Abigail’s sister. They spend a happy 
time on the island, but later in order to rescue Ophelia’s life from witchcraft 
committed by Ruby, George exhausts his life and dies of heart attack.  
As a significant figure in African-American literature, Gloria Naylor has been the 
focus of many critics. Her narrative strategies, various thematic exploration, and 
masterly use of classic and famous intertexts attract a lot of critical attention. 
Monographs like Understanding Gloria Naylor (1999), edited by Margaret Earley 
Whitt, and Gloria Naylor: A Critical Companion (2001), edited by Charles E. Wilson, 
Jr., introduce the Naylor’s first five works in detail, especially analyzing major 
characters and thematic issues. Catherine C. Ward’s “Linden Hills: A Modern 
Inferno,” Anissa J. Wardi’s “Divergent Paths to the South: Echoes of Cane in Mama 
Day,” and “Shakespeare’s Black?: The Role of Shakespeare in Naylor’s Novels” 
authored by Peter Erickson that discuss the intertexuality of Naylor’s works. The 
comparative studies of Naylor’s novels actually constitute a major part of the criticism. 
In terms of narrative strategy, some essays focus on metaphors as “Talking in 
Metaphors: Language, Knowledge, and ‘Signifyin(g)’ in Gloria Naylor’s Mama Day,” 
(written by Carol Howard) and some on imagery like Kathryn Palumbo’s “The Uses 
of Female Imagery in Naylor’s The Women of Brewster Place,” which examines the 
female- defined imagery in the novel.  
Feminist criticism is also plenty in the literary criticism on Naylor’s works. 
Virginia C. Fowler’s monograph Gloria Naylor: In Search of Sanctuary is a 















within the context of African American women writers, and offers a close analysis of 
each novel, suggesting that the writer’s artistic sensibility has been shaped “by her 
strong identification with feminism.” (Fowler, 1996:vii) Likewise, D. Cowart in his 
essay “Matriarchal Mythopoesis: Naylor’s Mama Day” asserts that Naylor’s texts, 
when studied together, bring forth a “radically feminist revision of traditional 
patriarchal narrative.” (Cowart, 1998:440) Other critical essays adopt the post-colonial 
feminist approach and center on the racial and feminist studies, since black women 
have suffered from both racism and sexism. For example, “Black Feminism and 
Media Criticism: The Women of Brewster Place” written by Jacqueline Bobo and Ellen 
Seiter discusses the reception of the television adaptation of The Women of Brewster 
Place by African-American feminist critics. Maxine L. Montgomery in The 
Apocalypse in African-American Fiction sees the women’s dismantling of the brick 
wall, the apocalypse in The Women of Brewster Place, as their reaction to restrictions 
placed upon them by the white male power structure.  
In China, Gloria Naylor’s works have not been as popular as other African 
American women writers’ like Toni Morrison's and Alice Walker's. According to my 
survey, there is no monograph on Naylor so far in China, but only some essays. For 
instance, Zeng Yanyu in her “Reading Race and Gender in Gloria Naylor’s Writing” 
explores Naylor’s two early novels from the approach of postmodernism. Zhang 
Shengni discusses the identity-seeking theme in Linden Hills and Mama Day, and Lin 
Wengjing examines the sisterly love in The Women of Brewster Place. 
My study of Gloria Naylor is in line with Lin Wengjing’s, but I expand the 
discussion of sisterly love, or sisterhood, to Naylor’s first three novels, namely The 
Women of Brewster Place, Linden Hills, and Mama Day. I choose such a perspective 
to interpret Naylor’s novels for the following two reasons. On one hand, the 
sisterhood theme in 20th-century black women novelists’ writing is popular. 
Renowned works such as Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, Alice 
Walker’s The Color Purple, and Toni Morrison’s Sula all reveal the sisterhood theme 
and have explored a lot on it. There are also a great many novels displaying the 















Indigo, and Terry McMillan’s Waiting to Exhale, let alone the numerous critical 
essays; the significance of such a theme is thus revealed. I, consequently, consider it 
necessary to explore it further.  
On the other hand, the sisterhood theme is displayed in all of Naylor’s novels, 
especially in the three novels we are discussing here. Treating these three novels as a 
continuum, we can see that the sisterhood theme appears repeatedly in them, such as 
the friendship between women at Brewster Place, the spiritual bonding between Willa 
Prescott Nedeed and the previous two Mrs Nedeed in Linden Hills, and especially 
Mama Day’s support and guiding of Cocoa (Ophelia) in the third novel. Therefore, we 
can claim that sisterhood actually is a recursive theme in Naylor’s novels. However, 
from the foregoing review of critical responses, it can be seen that many feminist 
critical works focus more on Naylor’s first novel The Women of Brewster Place but 
less on the other two novels, and still less on the sisterhood pattern in the three novels. 
I have found only one essay “Black Sisterhood in Naylor’s Novels” written by Larry 
R. Andrews on the theme, which means there is still room for me to further explore it.  
Larry R. Andrews claims in the essay that Gloria Naylor develops a more 
complex vision of sisterhood from her first novel to the third: from “the merely 
naturalistic to the symbolic and mythical modes.” (Andrews, 1989:300) My argument 
steps a little further than Andrew’s. By a close and comparative reading of the novels, 
I have found that the pattern of the sisterhood theme in the three texts is from a 
construction of sisterhood to isolation from it and to a reconstruction finally. Black 
women in Brewster Place, because of their shared experiences and economic status, 
bind together to rescue each other from the hurt by men and the burden of society. 
Most of the women in Linden Hills, however, are isolated and independent. The lack 
of communication and support between each other results in two tragic deaths of the 
major female characters. In Mama Day, the affection and love between the three 
generations take roots in the history of black women, and thus reconstruct sisterhood 
in a more profound way. The pattern therefore clearly shows the crucial role 
sisterhood plays in black women’s lives and more importantly, in black women’s long 















In this thesis, I will interpret the sisterhood theme and its process of change in 
Gloria Naylor’s first three novels, beginning with an introduction of the concept 
“sisterhood” in the first chapter. From the second to the fourth chapter, the changing 
pattern of sisterhood in the three novels will be discussed in detail. Chapter two 
centers on the construction of sisterhood in The Women of Brewster Place. From 
friendship to mother-daughter-like sisterhood and up to the collective sisterly love, the 
efficacy of sisterhood is thus revealed. Chapter three discusses the tragic fates of 
women in Linden Hills who are either isolated from female bonding by the patriarchal 
power, or deliberately choose to isolate from other women. Away from sisterhood, 
these women are hopeless and helpless, which forms a sharp contrast with the women 
of Brewster Place. Chapter four emphasizes the important role female bonding plays 
in constructing women’s identity and building female history. The thesis will conclude 
with a panorama of sisterhood in Naylor’s first three novels and further emphasizes 



























Chapter One  Theoretical Framework: Sisterhood 
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Chapter One  Theoretical Framework: Sisterhood 
 
 “Sisterhood”, according to a dictionary, refers to 1. the state or relationship of 
being a sister or sisters; 2. the quality of being sisterly; 3. a society, especially a 
religious society, of women; 4. association or unification of women in a common 
cause. (qtd. in Chen, 2006:6) It indicates intimacy and love among females as in 
definitions 1 & 2, and their unity in achieving a goal as in 3 & 4. Sisterhood can be 
the friendship and love among blood sisters, relative sisters, and women without 
kinship, despite their age, class, educational background, etc. In literature, sisterhood 
is a term closely related to feminism, which will be explained in the following part. 
 
1.1 Brief Introduction of Sisterhood in Feminism 
As “the fundamental principle of feminist theory and criticism” (Wei, 2003:88), 
sisterhood has developed along with the movements of feminism. Feminist criticism 
of the early periods emphasizes the equality in property rights, especially the rights to 
vote. Later, the so-called “second-wave” feminism, which began in the 1960s, focuses 
on the discrimination women suffer in a patriarchal society and thus calls for female 
liberation in social and economic status. During both waves, women have been 
encouraged to bind together in achieving the goals. In 1970 came Robin Morgan with 
her Sisterhood is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from the Women’s Liberation 
Movement. The book includes essays by many prominent feminists; it has inspired 
many women to examine their own life and relationships, and become involved in 
Women’s Liberation. The significance of sisterhood therefore is fully revealed. The 
author writes another two books about sisterhood, one is Sisterhood is Global: The 
International Women’s Movement Anthology (1984), and the other is Sisterhood is 
Forever: The Women’s Anthology for a New Millennium (2003), both emphasizing the 
significance of sisterhood. 
In the 1980s, feminism stepped into a new era called the third-wave movement. 













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
